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''Life and Times of Thomas a Kempi s' 
Chapter I. 
' ~ife and Times of Thomas a Kempis ' 
The late f our teenth and fif teenth centuries in 
Europe are the peri od during which Thomas a Kempis l ived. 
The period is hard to realize, for it is a period both of 
preparation and dissolution. Roger Bacon had played his 
par t a centu ry bef ore (1 214-1294 A.D.). Yet there wa s a 
wh ole century to wait before Bruno would be burned at the 
stake, and not· until over a century after this event did 
John Locke write his 11 Essay on the Human Understanding". 
The times wer e not so s wift moving as our times; never-
theless, one can not but marvel, in studying this period, 
to see the p owerful throes of transitional forces. 
It is almost imposs ible to select a stormier period 
of European History when t he stir of t he times made its 
way so well into every cor ner of civilization. 11 Bohemia, · 
Huss leading, was ablaze in r evolt at one end of Eur ope; 
France and England , t hen France and Burgundy were at 
de a t h- e;r i ps e. t the other. Two popes anathematized each 
l 
other from Avignon and from Rome • 11 
Yot only the g overnmenta l and reli gious world 
were upset; the literary and scholas tic world were a lmost 
a s bad. Just before this period (1304-1374 A . D.) . IJetrarch 
------------------------------ ------ ---------------- -- ----
1 . Encycl opaedia Britannica, 11 Thomas a Kemp is 11 • 
2 
had lived and worked ; his life and work are commonly accept -
ed a s representa tive of' the transition fr>om t he mediaeva l 
to the modern stc=tge i n the his t ory of culture . -ilhile right 
i n the mi ddle of our period ( 1401-1461.~ A.D.) Cusanus lived 
and worked. He anticipated Copernicus in hi s belief that 
s pace is boundless and time endless. He coudeqmed the 
superstitions of the Church, and emphas i zed the scientific 
approa ch to kn owl edge in the obs er vat i on of phen oo ena ns 
t1e f i rst step i n a l l knowled~e . 
Of cou r se one should not exagserate the changes 
that were being made . Bruno and J ohn Locke were many years 
away; and Cusanus s till held to the occultist belief which 
expl ained nature i n terms of hi dden , spiritual, world 
forces. Let us simply keep in mind the fact that we are 
studying times that introduce the period of the Renaissance. 
It is a period of change in which history molds a new man 
a nd a new world. 
The economic system was a part of this change . It 
is true that the chief institutions of the time were the 
1anor Town , the Craft Guilds, the Feudal Order, the 
\~ onasteries, and the Roman Ca tholic Church. 'rhe Iv onas teries 
were still the leading ins t itutions of learning , hospital 
service, and charity; the Roman Catholic Church was still 
the seat of all authority both temporal and spiritual. To 
all outward appearance the economic system in which men 
3 
found themselves was permanent ; yet its very f oundat ions 
wer e be i ng underfu ined. 
The industria l r evolution was f' ast gai ni ng g r ound . 
Ly the middl e of the 15th century , it was well under way 
in :::; erman and Italian c entel~s of population ~ '.:.'he enlight -
enment of the mas ces , with a corresp onding loss of 
authority by the Church, was just beginn i ng ,largely t hr ough 
the print i ng press, which had been i nv ented sometime between 
11.~40 and 1455. 
Thus the disintegration of feudal syst ems was 
proceeding r apidly; as the people moved to l arge centers 
of p opulation, and the Church lost i t s p ower • 
.:..Iore powerful than any of these factors, hmvever, 
was the wake of the El a ck Dea th. That Orienta l pl ague, 
moving west in the mld-fourteenth century, prepared the 
way f or a hundred years of dis a ster, desolation, s hame , 
and d estruction. England via s soon rent by i nterna l war s 
an d discontent; 11 Centra l Europe was distrau ght with private 
war and unchecked lawlessness. The German· Emperors 
received no divine gift of government with the best owal 
of t heir crown at Rome, itself the scene of every vice. 
-;H~ ·:dH< There was no peace, no sense of rest in any part 
l 
of Europe, from Ireland to the c onf ines of Asia." 
----------------------------------------------------------
1. J. E . G. Montmor ency, 'Thomas a Kempis His Age and Book, 
p:--2 
4 
Not only did the ·vl oor still dominate in Spain, but the 
Ivi ongol a rmies and Ottoman Turks were gaining sway in East-
ern urope. 11 The Ottoman Turks under Orchan first obtained 
a permanent position in Europe by the capture of Gall i poli 
i n 1 358 --some twenty years before Thomas a Kempis was 
l 
b orn . 11 Soon after his birth, Constantinople was isolated 
fr om the Chris t ian ~ est, and on May 29, 1453 , some twenty · 
year s before his death, Constantinople fell. ' ·he Eas t had 
conquered. the We s t; Europe was torn with inner-str.uggles; 
g overnments were weak , mainly because of the Black Death . 
Through all this struggle the educational sys t ems, 
p ractices, and ideas could not help but be changed. I n 
truth, the medieval s y stem of education was in a process of 
d issolution at the date when the Imitation first appeared. 
It wa s a t i me when t he cla sh of sc hola s tic opinion wa s 
loud and fierce. The New Learni ng and the Hew r.Jlysticism 
we re beginning to move gradua lly yet swiftly through 
middle Europe. It wa s so much an age of change that people 
v1 ere begi nnin g to look forward instead of backward . 
r a ther trite s ymbol of this a t t itude is 11 Mother Shi pton 1 s 
Prophe cy11 , which is suppos ed to have been written sometime 
near the death of Thomas a Kempis: 
"Carriages without horses shall go, 
And accidents f ill the world with woe . 
------------------------------------------------ ----------
1 . J- . E . G . . Montmorency, O:P · Ci t · P • 3 . 
5 
Around the World thoughts shall fly 
In the twinkling of an eye. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Under water man shall walk, 
Shall ride, shall sleep, shall talk. 
In the air men shall be seen 
In white, in black, in green. 
Iron in the water shall float 
As easy as a wooden boat. 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Fire and water shall wonders do. 
England shall at last admit a Jew. 
And this world to an end shall come 
In eighteen-hundred and eighty-one • 11 
There was a change and a forward-look; yet we 
must remember that the students in the field of medicine 
were still studying the treatises by Hippocrates (C. 460-
375 B.C.) and Galen (C. 130-200 A.D.). Then, too, the 
dominant temper of the age was to look to the authority 
of the Church. Ther e was no new truth, because the 
Church was in posstssion of all truth which it was 
necessary for man to have. This was certainly the spirit 
of Thomas a Kempis and the monastic students who made up 
the large majority of educated people. Education was still 
a rather stagnant process of learning the teachings of the 
Church and passively living one's life according to those 
6 
teachings. 
Naturally, there were differences of opinion among 
the leading thinkers of the time. Thomas Acquinas, Duns 
Scotus, and William of Occam were having their arguments 
which, however, had very little effect on t he thought life 
of the masses, although they helped pave the way for the 
Renaissance and even the Reformation. In fact the time of 
Thomas a Kempis has been called the Golden Age of 
Scholasticism. Religious consciousness and philosophical 
thinking were directed to the same God, and were at one 
in their conception of Him. "Credo ut intelligam11 and 
"Intelligo ut credamu, are both true, was the conclusion 
that Thomas Acquinas reached in his ponderous and detail-
ed system of all human knowledge, the Summa Theologica. 
This was the crown and apex of all Roman Catholic Theology; 
because faith and reason were at one. Augustine's realm 
of Grace and Aristotle's realm of Nature were harmonized. 
Even here, however, change was imbedded in the 
very structure of society and education. Duns Scotus , 
as the great opponent of this system, placed less emphasis 
upon reason and started a dualism between faith and reason. 
The downfall of scholasticism began and precipitated a 
change in the whole educational outlook. Dante had written 
his Divine Comedy which has been characterized as "The 
Swan Song of Scholast1cism11 ; even the age long teachings 
of the Church were aestined to disappear, it seemed. 
7 
Perhaps, we had better bring all of these conflict-
ing forces together in a brief survey of the religious 
world of the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 
This discussion has been left until now, not because it 
was foreign to the rest of the struggle; on the contrary, 
it was a very important part of the rest of the struggle. 
It has been left because in it we shall find the kernel 
of all that has gone before. 
It was the Great Schism of the Western Roman Catholic 
Church that so greatly affected the times of Thomas a 
Kempis. The death of Michael Palaeologus, Emperor of 
Constantinople, with the permanent schism between the 
Eastern and Western Churehes,had hardly become history when 
the ~eat Schism started. Rival Popes began to struggle 
for dominance over the Church. Rome and Avignon both had 
their ·Popes. Thus, Christendom was bewildered~ "Nations 
doubted whom they should obey and the unity of faith 
1 
seemed in peril." 
It was a time when faith was split and countries 
were in religious turmoil of a very unhealthy sort. Eng-
land and Scotland differed in their obedience; while the 
Spanish Kingdoms and Portugal also gave allegiance to 
d'ifferent Popes. It is little wonder that there was corrupt-
ion, lawlessness, and destruction when the very seat of 
----------------------------------------------------------
1. Francis R. Cruise, Thomas a Kempis. p. 34. 
8 
authority waa itself split. 
We need not go into the details of the Council of 
Constance (1414 A.C. ) which was solemnly called to settle 
the Great Schism; but we can not miss one personality. 
Perhaps he should have been mentioned when we were dealing 
with education. He has not been mentioned until now, 
because of his profound effect on the religious world. 
"Jean le Charlier de Gerson was without a doubt the most 
remarkable personality of the age in which the De 
Imitatione Christi was written and the ~ragedy of the Great 
1 
Schism enacted." In teaching the first principles of the 
social renaissance, he was a spiritual forerunner of 
Fenelon, Rousseau, and the Revolution; but, for this paper, 
Gerson's attitude to the individual life is of more import-
ance. He taught people "(1) to wait the call of God; (2) 
to know well one's own temperament; (3) to be heedful of 
one's vocation and one's state; (4) to aim constantly 
towards greater perfection; (5) to avoid as much as possible 
a multiplicity of occupations and, in any event, not to 
become absorbed in them; (6) to set aside all vain desire 
for learning, i.e. all idle curiosity; (7) to remain calm 
and practice patience; (8) to know the origin of the 
affections and passions; (9) to choose the necessary time 
and place; (10) to avoid extremes, either in abstinence 
or excess, in sleeping and eating; (11) to indulge in 
----------------------------------------------------------1. J.E. G. Montmorency, Op. Cit., p. 15, 
9 
1 
thoughts that excite pious aff'edtions." A philosophy of 
life that even the most simple folk may follow was this 
teaching of Gerson. It is so much like that of Thomas a 
Kempis that the authorship of the Imitation of Christ has 
often been credited to Gerson. In this paper we do not ent-
er this controversy, because according to modern scholars 
a Kempis is almost certainly the author. Even so, we must 
notice the profound effect that Gerson must have had on 
a Kempis. 
Perhaps the teachings of these two men are so much 
alike because of the influence of the Monastic System. 
The goal of the ascetic was to gain possession of God and 
the infinite peace that accompanied suchpossession. This 
was certainly Gerson's and a Kemple's ideal. For centuries 
this aim had held its power over men in the monasteries. 
The age of Thomas a Kempis was not the one to pull away 
from it. The Schism, worldly conflicts, the Black Death, 
the fall.:::pf" ,_, Constantinople, the rise of large centers of 
industry, the collapse of Thomas A~quinas's perfect system, 
the growing preference of Universities over monasteries 
as institmt1ons of learning, these and all other changes 
or persistences were of little importance to the monk. 
Thomas a Kempis was such a person; therefore, let us leave 
the times in which he lived to take care of themselves as 
------------------------------------~---------------------
l. Catholic Encyclopedia, "Jean le Charlier de Gerson". 
10 
a Kempia did, and turn to his life. 
11 Thia Thomas was called a Kempis from a 
"little Village of that Name, in the Diocese of 
"Cologne, where he was born in the Year of 
"our Lord 1380. His ~arentage and Fortune 
"were mean; At Thirteen Years old he began 
. nhis Studies, and about Nineteen betook him-
11self to a Monastery of Augustin Monks: A-
nbout Five and Twenty he took the Habit of 
nthat House and Order. There he continued, 
11 for the space of Seventy Years, particularly 
neminent for his Piety, Humility, diligent Stu-
udy of the Holy Scriptures, Austerity of Life, 
11 moving Eloquence in Discourse, and extraor-
ndinary Zeal in Prayer. For his Person, He 
"was of a middle Stature, of a strong brown 
ncomplexion, a lively p~dlrcing Eye, and a 
"Sight so good, that tho' he laboured much 
"under other Infirmities of Old Age, yet he 
11 was never reduced to the use of Spectacles. He 
ndied July 25, 1471, in the Ninety second 
l. 
"Year of his Age. 11 
In ~any ways, everything has been said about the 
life of a Iempis that need be said. Vfrdle the times of 
--------------------------------~-------------------------1. George Stanhope, The Christian's Pattern, 11 Preface". 
11 
a Kempis necessitate& the use of sharp, choppy sentences 
to describe rapid changes and instability, the life of a 
Kempis is the antithesis of such irregularity;wh1ch 
should have no beginning or ending in time, and fill no 
space; for in its simple directness, it looked only for 
God. 
"They say there's wild work in the world .outside, 
Princes and Kings are hurrying far and wide, 
There's crowns set on awry, crowns rent a~y. 
And sometimes, in vague murmurs from afar, 
I hear the clash and din of hideous war; 
1 
What care I, so they let me paint and pray? 11 
This was the attitude of a Kempis put in the form 
of poetry by Sirenius the Monk. The famous motto of a 
Kempis points in the same direction: i'In omnibus requiem 
quaesivi e~ musquam inveni nisi in een Hoecken met een 
Boecken. ( Everywhere I have sought rest and found it no-2 . 
where, save in little nooks with little books)." The 
attitude was one of the recluse servant of God and God 
alone. 
In order that we may better see the backgrounds of 
such an attitude, let us give a more detailed ac.count of 
a Kempis's life. Up until he was abost fifteen, there is 
very little written ·about him. It is indeed surprising to 
----------------------------------------------------------
1. Gamaliel Bradford, Saints and Sinners,p. 116. 
2. Catholic Encyclopedia, "Thomas a Kemp1s. ~· 
12 
see how little light one may get on the family relations 
of a Kemple. We are fairly certain, however, that he was 
born at Kempden, a small town which was situated in the 
1 
Great Plain of the Rhine (4o M.N.W. of Cologne) in 1380. 
His parents, John Haemerken and wife Gertrude, were not 
among the nobility but in the lowliest path of life; they 
earned their bread by hard labor and lived almost in 
poverty. No doubt John Haemerken worked in metals, "whence 
perhaps the surname Haemerken ~r Haemerlien, latinized 
2 
Malleolus (a little Hammer)". His mother, according to 
tradition, kept a school for little children. From the 
type of sons she gave the world, she must have been a 
character of solid piety and divine holiness. "We have no 
record of the death of either of the parents, but we may 
assume that both died before 1402, as we fine evidence 
3 
that the house was sold by their sons in that year." 
Thomas a Kempis seems to have lost all connection or ref-
erence to his parents early in life; even so, we may be 
fairly certain that his early training was of a sound 
religious nature. 
Thomas was only thirteen when he set out for 
school in Deventer in Holland where he thought his elder 
brother was to be found. His brother had left two years 
~~--------------------------------------------------------
1. Schaff-Herzog, Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, 
· . 
11 Thomas a Kempis 11 
2 ; Catholic Encyclopedia, "Thomas a Kempis". 
~ 3 . Francis R. Cruise, Op. Cit.,p. 278-279· 
~====!=!!========--
13 
before and lived in the town of Windesheim about twenty 
miles distant; so Thomas went there. Johnr·.a Kempis, his 
brother, received him well and gave him a let ter of 
introduction to Florentius Radewyn, superior of the Brothers 
of Common Life at Deventer. 
Radewyn gave a warm welcome to the brother of John 
a Kempis, placed him for the time being in the house and 
under t~. aaternal care of a devout lady of elder years, 
and paid his first fees. Soon Thomas was deep in his studies 
and marked himself as a first rank copyist; so he remained 
at Deventer for seven years. During these seven years, 
Florentius Radewyn always had Thomas as a disciple; and 
Schoonhaven, a fellow student of fervent piety, always 
had Thomas as a ·rriend. These were the most important 
years in the life of a Kempis; as we shall see later when 
we observe more closely these two influences on his young 
life and character. 
After completing his studies· at Deventer, in the 
autumn of 1399, Thomas sought admission and was received 
into the Cannons Regular of Windesheim at Mount St. Agnes, 
,near Zwolle. This was a new monastery of which his brother 
was prior; and to which he became so attached that he 
grew into manhoo~ , lived, and died in this monastery. In 
1413 he was ordained priest. Soon he was made subprior, 
a position which he held through most of the rest of his 
life. He died at the age of ninety-one on July 25 in the 
14 
year 1471 A.D. 
Maximilian Hendrik, Prince-Bishop of Cologne, two 
centuries after the Catholic Reformation, had a Kemple's 
remains taken to St. Michael's Church of Zwolle. Immediate-
ly, he also started to collect funds for the beatification 
of a Kemple; but "little more than a beginning was made 
when he died ( 1688) and since that date no further s·teps 
1 
have been taken." In 1897, however, subscriptions were 
made from all over the world; and a magnificent monument 
was erected to him in Zwolle and inscribed: "Honari, non 
memarial Thomae Kempensis, cigus nomen perennius quam 
monumentum11 (~o the honor not to the memory of Thomas a 
Kemple, whose name is more enduring than any monument). 
Thus ends the history of the bodily journ·eys of Thomas a 
Kempis. 
Much more powerful and noteworthy is the history of 
the non-physical influences on and influences of a Kemple's 
life. He was a man of middle height, dark complexion, 
broad forehead, and piercing eyes. His kindness toward all 
was his mark of distinction in his relations to other 
personalities, while his earnest search for the meaning of 
Christ was hiS characteristic endeavor in his constant 
search for God. In his own personal life, education and 
mysticism were the pillars. Reading, meditation, and prayer 
----------------------------------------------------------
1. Catholic Encyclopedia , "Thomas a Kemple". 
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were the essences of his life. Therefore, he was a man who 
uncoubt~dly cultivated and displayed only one aspect of 
human nature. "The love of God, and reared on that found-
ation, peace of mind, and the calm happiness of unbroken 
fellowship with Him, was the ultimate and exclusive object 
1 
of all his efforts." 
It was the inner life that alone captured his 
ambi tiona and hopes. '~There are hints and intimations that 
there was a passionate, ardent human- soul und-er all the 
regularity, but for seventy years that soul was disciplined 
2 
and accorded to the will of God." The outer world was of 
no consequence whatever unless it could help the inner-
life. Music was to be participated in merely as a religious 
duty; the rapture of music is for God and not for man. 
Knowledge was not to be gained for selfish ends. The glory 
of God alone should be the end of all knowledge. There-
fore the inner life was the only life for a Kemple. 
Now, let us turn to look more closely at the influences 
that played upon his life. Immediately, one is impressed 
with the tremendous influence of the Bible. Both the Old 
and the New Testaments were constant factors- of influence. 
The wells that supplied the freshest waters to a Kemp1e'e 
inner life were the sources of continual inspiration that 
he found in the Bible. From his writings, one would have 
----------------------------------------------------------
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a hard time finding any other direct influence; yet the 
power of the writings of St. Augustine and St. Bernard 
are clearly visible. One student of a Kemple's life writes: 
"st. Augustine and st. Bernard are the two great sources 
from which a Kempis drew, or rather let me say the two great 
1 
influences under which he worked." In spite of thes·e great 
influences from history, one can not but think that a 
Kempis gained more from the examples of the friends of 
his youth. 
He always taught that examples are more instructive 
than words; and this it seems was true in his own life. 
First, his mother must· have had a most influential part 
to play in his life. Then there came the influences of his 
school days. Arnold of Schoenhofen afforded Thomas a 
youthful pattern of piety, studious zeal, and earnest 
effort for God. This youth who gave so much · of his life 
to prayer and meditation most certainly had an immeasurable 
influence upon young Thomas. Father Florentius Radewyn, 
however, was the example who influenced Thomas most 
profoundly. Radewyn's dignity, and self-sacrificing act-
ivity could not help but capture the imagination of Thomas 
the youth. No doubt, the boundless admiration· that Thomas 
had for Radewyn was the most determinant factor in his 
life; although Mother Haemerken and Student Schoenhofen 
were also inspiring examples. t1 
----------------------------------------------------------1. J.E. G. Montmorency, Op. Cit., P• 185-186. 
As a Kemple grew into manhood, the most immediate 
influence upon his life was the Brothers of the Common 
Life at his home Monastery in Zwolle. We need not go into 
the background of this organization, except to point out 
that its founder Gerard Groote preached the sermon that 
changed Florentius Radewyn to the good life. The organizat-
ion was one of no little power i _n combating the evils of 
the world. Purity of life and the education of children 
were the twin ideals of the society. The main personal 
ambition, that of attainment of purity, wa£ motivated by 
the ideal of the first Christians, especially in their 
love of God, simplicity, humility, and devotion. The main 
social ambition, that of educating youth, was motivated 
by their sincer e desire to be useful to their neighbors. 
Forbidden to beg they had to earn their living honestly. 
To do this, they occupied themselves exclusively, outside 
of a little gardening and manual work around the Monastery, 
with literature. When Gerard "Groote began, learning in 
1 
the Netherlands was as rare as virtue." Before the death 
of a Kemple, schools dotted the entire country; and masters 
were even procured from foreign parts that the best might 
be had. Of course, the teaching was for the sole purpose 
of ftnding God; so it is little wonder that this great 
movement with its ideals of purity and education influenced 
----------------------------------------------------------
1. Catholic Encyclopedia,"Brothers of The Common Life." 
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a Kempis profoundly. 
If we were to stop here in the life of a Kempis,we 
would have little more than a devout and humble servant of 
God, countless scores of whiah filled the monasteries ·of 
medieval Europe. There was something more enduring~ more 
living in a Kempis's life than his pious devotion for God 
and his loyal labor for the Brothers of the Common Life. 
His contacts and personal ilnfluences were slight and few 
during his entire life, and yet his incomparable Imitatio 
Christi has touched the lives of millions. 
Tbe Imitation of Christ was first issued anonymous-
ly in 1418. In 1441 a Kempis completed and signed his 
name to a codex which is now in the Royal Library at 
Brussels. Between this time and lt94, this writing gained 
such a name that in that year Prior Pirkhomer wrote to a 
publisher by the name of Peter Danhausser: "Nothing more 
holy, nothing more honourable, nothing more religious, 
nothing in fine more profitable for the Christian Common-
weal can you ever do than to make known these works of 
1 
Thomas a Kempis. 11 Today it is reported that the Imitation 
of Christ has been translated into more languages than 
any other book save the Bible, and has moved the -hearts 
of many men of all nations, characters, and conditions of 
2 
life. The content of this little book is a consistent 
------~---------------------------------------------------
1. C~tholic Encyclopedia, 11 Thomas a Kempis". 
2. Encyclopaedia Britannica, "Thomas a Kempis.n 
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scheme of doctrine by which holy living is to be brought 
home to the heart of every man. There is nothing in them 
that is new; they are only a mosaic, a large part of which 
is compiled from the Bible. Yet this mosaic is so marvelous-
ly woven and patterned that analysis is practically 
impossible. On amy page one may find inspiration for lire; 
mainly because there is nothing new. Every phrase in the 
book had proved to be a living force in man's spiritual 
life before a Kempis used it. "The work is a manual of 
devotion intended to help the soul in its communion with 
God and the pursuit of holiness. Its sentences are state-
ments, not arguments, and are pitched in the highest key 
of Christ 
of Christian experience.*********The lifeAis presented 
as the highest study possible to mortal.***"'~**Christ 
1 
himself is more than all reason." One cannot help but be 
drawn to this pearl of devotional literature. One cannot 
leave its pages without a warmth that comes only from 
realms beyong reason. 
There is no doubt but that the Imitation of Christ 
has had an immeasurable influence on lives through succeed-
ing centuries. The number of translations would alone 
place the book in high esteem. Still a~ove all this, the 
book is important. It was a determining force in the life 
of John Wesley. John Newton owed a great deal to its 
----------------------------------------------------------
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1. Schaff-Herzog, Encyclopaedia of Religious Knowleage 
"Thomas a Kempisn. 
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meditations. General Gordon carried it to the battlefield. 
Ullman is convinced that through it Thomas a Kempis paved 
the way for reform because he turned to the Bible and gave 
its teachings to the masses. He thus laid the foundations 
for a truer Christianity in the light of Christ's life 
rather than in the sterner teachings of the Old Testament 
or Roman Catholic Church. A Kempis laid the chief weight 
upon grace, repentance, faith, and love, not upon any sort 
of law or system. In this way he planted the seed of future 
evolutions in the educational and thought life of 
1 
generations to come. Montmorency is certain that the 
Imitation of Christ was an unconscious representative of 
a force that made it possible for civilization to pass 
from mediaeval to modern manners "without a revolution 
2 
that could only recreate by virtue of destruction." This 
is high but not extravagant praise of a Kemple's master-
piece. Out of the most troublesome times that Europe 
had ever seen, up from the life of a recluse, mystic 
sprang these teachings of such beauty, artistry, and 
character that their influence upon succeeding ages can 
scarcely be measured. 
----------------------~-------~-------------------------~-
1. c. Ullmann, Life of Thomas a Kempis,p.81. 
2. J.E.G. Montmorency, Op. Cit., p.66_ 
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Chapter II 
:' The Idea of God:' 
The mystic's approach to God was the attitude assum-
ed by Thomas a Kempis in his relationship to God. The 
average person seeks God ror the power and insight that 
He will give in the realization of life's great and abiding 
values. These values are of little interest to the mystic; 
he goes beyond human values in a search for God as the One 
1 
Value, the All Inclusive Value. "My Efod, and my All 11 is 
the mystic's attitude. 
In such an approach to ~od, the one vital thing in 
all religious experience is total submission. Beliefs, ideas 
and even ideals come after submission. God is the Value of 
all life; He is the most all-inclusive Value of man. Man 
does not and cannot justify such a Value by any particular 
formula of rational belief;rather he must derive values 
and gain inspiration from God through feeling. The great 
sustainer of our belief in God is not the intellect but 
the emotion. Our ideas about God are secondary; the para-
mount thing is that God is to be realized as the Value 
in our individual lives. 
Thomas a Kempis was a thorough-going mystic. One 
does not find any critical analysis of the ideational con-
tent of the God Value in his writings. One finds, rather, 
------------------------------~---------------------------
1. Thomas a Kempis, Imitation or Christ, Book III,Chapter 
XXXIV, Verse !.(References hereafter to 
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a faith in the teachings of the church, a love for God, 
and a humble attitude toward ail life. "God, who is eter-
nal and incomprehensible, and of infinite power, doeth 
things great and unsearchable in heaven and in earth, and 
1 
there is no tracing out of his marvellous works". Man can-
not hope to understand God; he must earnestly, and humbly 
search for that which is Infinite. It is a finite search 
for an Infinite Value. 
It is important to note, however, that Thomas a 
Kempis did not think of God as altogethe-r unknowable. 
Agnosticism was not his attitude; certain fairly definite 
ideas formed the ideational content which was in the back-
ground of his mystical approach. He added little or nothing 
to man's idea of God, yet his personal relationship to God 
necessitated a fairly definite idea of what he considered 
to be the Supreme Value.* 
Doctrine of the Trinity 
idea 
The Doctine of the Trinity was the basid.A of God 
in his thinking. "o Blessed Trinity, to thee alone be 
2 
praise, honor, power and glory for ever and ever." A 
Kempis did not question the teachings of the church as to 
God; he had perfect faith in the Church's beliefs concern-
ing the Trinity. God had three parts; and, according to 
----------------------------------------------------------
1 • IV, XVI I , 5 • 
2. III, XXXIX, 6. 
* The background and outline of the ideational content of 
Thomas a Kempis's God presented in this paper follows 
closely Albert c. Knudson's, Doctrine of God,p. 242-428. 
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Augustine, "One is as much as the three together, nor are 
two anything more than one-. And they are infinite in them-
selves. So both each are in each!f· and all in each, and 
1 
each in all, and all in all, and all are orie. u Sue h 
was the Catholic Faith; a Kempis would not be the one to 
. question. 
The Father was 11 the one Supreme and Infinite 
Personal Being, the Creator and Ruler of the universe, to 
2 
whom man owes obedience and worship. 11 He was a righteous 
and laving Will upon which the world was dependent, a 
Being who existed beyond every kind of physical or meta-
physical composition, a Power which was Infinite and Etern-
al. 
The Son wa-s Christ, man's means of contact with the 
3 
Father. In Christ, God, "Lord of all creation," became 
4 
man; from Christ, "Truth Himself, 11 finite beings have 
their sole chance to perceive Truth; through Christ, uGood 
5 
and Faithful above all friends" was 1 t possible for man to 
be redeemed from his sins. Christ beeame ·not only man's 
means of contact with God, Chriat · was "Lord God, true God 
6 
and man. 11 There was no difference, from a finite being's 
standpoint, between God and Christ. One might pray to eith-
----------------------------------------------------------1. Knudson, Doctrine of God, P• 403 
2. Catholic Encylopaedia, "God". · · 
3. III,XXI, 3· 
4. II, XI, 5. 
5. II, VIII, 4. 
6. IV, II, 5. 
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er of these persons of the Trinity and expect the .same 
results. The Son of God was man's only hope of salvation. 
God became man and suffered His Passion for the sinners of 
the world. Man, - who was always a sinner, c ould find -- pe~ce 
of heart, salvation and God only through Christ. ·"Nothing 
is more acceptable to God, nothing more wholesome to thee 
] 
in this world, than that thou suffer cheertully for Christ." 
2 
The Holy Spirit , the "Holy Ghost, the Comforter," 
was a strange spirit which possessed man in a mystical way 
as the comforting agent of God. The chief manifestations 
of the Holy Spirit was to be found in the life of love: 
"They who for thy love shall have renounced all carnal 
delights, shall find the sweetest consolations of the 
3 
Holy Ghost • 11 To manifest Holy Spirit was to imitate Christ 
toward all inner things and outward temptations, the 
Holy Splrit came as an agent of God through His Grace. 
Beyong such a conception, a Kempis did not dare 
proceed. He thought with Gregory Nazianzen 11 that anyone 
who should attempt to explain these terms fully would be 
4 
struck with madness for prying into the mystery of God". 
God should be accepted as Trinity; no :further questions 
should be asked. Such might be one's opinion in the abstract, 
yet ideas of the attributes of God beyo~4 any Trinitarian 
·---------------------------------------------------------1. II, Xl.I, 14. 
2. III, V, 1. 
3. III, X, 
4. Knudson, 
s. 
Doctrine of Redemption, P• 401. 
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Doctrine were very essential to a Kemple's idea of God. 
Not being agnostic in his approach, a Kemple continually 
endeavored to enlarge and to deepen his idea of God by 
ascribing certain characteristics to Him which seemed 
necessary. 
Absolute Being 
OMNIPOTENCE Without a doubt, God possessed the 
attributes of an Absolute Being in a Kemple's opinion. 
God was the independent ground of'aUle:b1Umg, the almighty, 
creator of everything which exists. He was unlimited in 
every kind of perfection, 11 e"Viery conceivable perfection 
1 
belongs to Him in the highest conceivable way • 11 God was 
2 
"invisible creator of the world 11 "from omnipotent, the 
whom all things 
3 
proceed." He could do anything that was 
4 
possible: "thou canst do all. " A Kemple saw God as "the 
almighty and the Most Highest, who created all things of 
5 
nothing, 11 the powerful ruler of the sea, the sustainer 
of heaven and earth, the only source of redemption for 
mankind. "o Lord God, holy Father, be thou blessed both 
6 
now and for evermore, because as thou wilt, so is it done." 
Such was the basi·c attribute of the God who inspired 
mystical longings in the heart of sinful man. The power 
-~~-------------------------------------------------------1. Catholic Encyclopaedia, "God". 
2. IV, I, 9. 
3. III, XXXIX, 4. 
4. III, V, 5. 
5. III, XIII, 2. 
t). III, L, 1. 
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and might of the Infinite Being compared with the smallness 
and pettiness of finite beings forced a Kemple to meditate 
upon man's sinfulness. Thus he came to the conclusion that 
in God was all value and that only through the omnipotence 
of God could man be saved. 
OMNIPRESENCE Furthermore, omnipresence had. to be 
attributed to the Infinite Being. He had an immanent 
relation to all apace; man must realize "that God be with 
1 
thee in every thing thou doest". Every movement in the 
universe and man's sins and graces, his every act, were 
all to be identified with God's will. Omnipresence forced 
one to think of the Heavenly Father as the ever present 
sustaining cause of all movements in the universe. 
ETERNAL In essence, life, and action God was not 
only omnipotent and omnipresent, H.Et was also eternal. 
"Very great is the difference between the swee-tness of 
2 
eternity and of time. 11 Man 11 ved and moved within · temporal 
things, limits and relations. God transcended all temporal 
things; all of His attributes and all of His perfections 
were eternal. 
Personal. 
A Kemple, as we have seen, believed firml~ in the 
absoluteness of God, and thought of the attributes in this 
realm as being omnipotence, omnipresence, and eternity. 
~---------------------------------------------------------1. II, 
2. III 2. 
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With these attributes of absoluteness were associated those 
of Infinite Personality. For a Kemple God was personal: 11 0 
Lord my God, who hast created me after thing own image and 
1 
likeness." He was regarded as a Father who waa intelligent, 
free, and distinct from the created universe. The idea of 
personality as 11 self-hood, self-knowledge, and self direct-
2 
1on11 was used to describe the Infinite Being. Such a con-
ception of God was not a philosophical projection for a 
Kemple, it was an idea implicit in the very structure of 
Christianity. God must be Personal; because He was a 
Father and created finite personalities in his own image. 
INDIVISIBLE That God was indivisible is a 
necessary attribute of personality. He was "both the first 
3 
and the last" always a unity, never anything other than 
God. Oneness rather than plurality was Hie basic attribute. 
As a person He had always known himself as a Unity. 
IMMUTABILITY Immutability denied change on the 
same grounds that Unity denied dt~is1bility. In God there 
was no change, no shadow of alteration. "God alone is ever-
4 5 
laeting. 11 "The truth of the Lord remaineth for ever. 11 
Both Father and Son were immutable; there was not a shadow 
of a doubt but that Gcd was eternally the same. 
OMNISIENCE "Before anything is done, thou knowest 
-------------------------- -------------------------------1. IV, LV, 1 
2. Knudson, Doctrine of God, P• 297~. 
3· III, LVIII, 4. 
4. II , V, 3 • 
5 • I I I , XIV , 4 • 
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l 
that it will come to pass" showed clearly that the 
Personality of God was omniscient as well as an immutable 
u]jity. He had foreknowledge of all things; He "knew all ... 
Infinite Knowledge was the very essence of His Being; as 
Infinite Power was His first prerogative as an absolute God. 
Did omniscience in the Heavenly Father mean that He 
had knowledge of finite consciousnesses? In the mind of a 
Kempis, there was no doubt about this qu~stion: God was 
2 
the One 11 to whom all my inward thoughts are open." Hi a 
Infinite Knowledge made Him poss.essor of all foreknowledge 
as well as of understanding of all things • . He knew the 
most secret ideas of every finite mind. His omniscience was 
Infinite. 
Goodness 
RIGHTEOUSNESS AND LOVE Beyong Absoluteness and 
Personality was the idea of the Goodness of God. In the 
Old Testament the basis for the Goodness of God was 
righteousness, although lave was assumed as an outgrowth 
of righteousness. In the New Testament the attribute of 
love was basic, yet righteousness forms the moral back-
ground for such an attribute. A Kempis' s approach- seems to 
have been with an emphasis upon the Old Testament concept~ 
ion from many points of view, yet he frequently wrote 
most ardently in accord with the New Testament conception. 
------------~---------------------------------------------1. III, L, 6. 
2 IV, XVI, 1 ~ 
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When he gained his inspiration from the Psalms, which was 
quite often, he stre-ssed the- idea of righteousness. His 
mystical meditations, however, continually drove him to 
the idea of God's Grace. 
"Righteousness is primarily concerned with moral 
i 
excellence as an ideal." Whan ·aKempis thought· of the sin-
fulness of man in comparison to the ideal, he called upon 
2 
the 11most mighty God of Israel, 11 that severe judge from 
whom nothing is hid, who is not pacified with gifts, nor 
~ ­
admitteth any excuses, but will judge a-ccording to right." 
The attitude to such a God was one of fear. In thinking of 
his sins and weaknesses, finite man had reason to tremble: 
"Thou, 0 Lord, thunderest forth thy judgments over me, thou 
shakest all my bones with fear and trembling, and my soul 
Jj 
is very sore afraid." In the light of the ideal man was: 
a terrible failure; the God of Righteousness most certain-
ly had every right to judge harshly and punish man for his 
wrong doings. Sinful man, in all his weaknessess and fail-
ures, had to meet the wrath of the Infinite Judge. The 
way of righteousness was the only reasonable procedure to 
use against the evils of man. Great was to be the doom of 
those who :f'ol.l.owed Mammon and desired carnal. things; the 
God of Israel was to be their Judge. 
------------------------------------~---------------------1. Knudson, Doctine of Redemption, P· 340. 
2. III, XX, 3· 
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On the other hand, God was love, and "love is prim-
1 
arily concerned with the happiness of sentient beings." 
Such an idea of God was necessary to a Kemp1s; love is the 
basis of all mystical experience: 
0 sacred state of religious service, which makes a 
man equal to the angels, pleasing to God, terrible 
to devils, and worthy to be commended of all the 
faithful~ 
cr~welcome service and ever to be desired, in which 
we are rewarded with the Greatest Good, and a~tain 
to joy which shall endlessly remain w1th us~ 
Thus the mystic loses himself in the lnf1nite Goodness of 
God. 
The goodness of God was· seen in all creatures; as a 
Kemple wrote, 11 cons1der every thing as flowing from the 
3 
Highest Godd~ It was an expression of a God who was good 
above all, yet a higher manifestation of God's Goodness 
was found. The Infinite Father comforted and cared for .all 
men. "God the comforter of the poor, and the helper of the 
4 
humble" was the Father of all mercy: "o Lord, what thou 
sayest is true. Thy . care for me is greater than all the 
5 
care that I can take for myself." It was to this idea of 
God that man had to turn in times of trouble and despair. 
Salvation, as well as comfort· and as expression of 
goodness in creating all thing, however, was a work of God's 
~oodness. Grace or love were constantly used by a Kempis 
-------------~--------------------------------------------1. Knudson, Op. Cit., P• 340· 
2. III, x. 6. 
3. I II, IX, 1. 
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as expressions of this aide of God' a Being. '.'Grace of · com:-
1 2 
fort" and "lover of my soul" are phrases which. character-
ize this attitude of God as the loving, heavenly Father 
who .showed grace and love toward man. "Even to the . ungrate-
3 
ful and to those who turned away," God was compassionate; 
He had the desire of grace that all men might be saved. 
Righteousness and love were both emphasized by a 
Kempia. It would be . impossible to say which played the lar-
ger part in his life, although the mystical approach to God 
depends more upon the Grace of God than on His Righteous-
ness. It would seem that the sinfulness of men forced a 
Kemple to emphasize the Righteousness of God, while the 
desire to imitate Christ in finding God forced him to 
have perfect faith in the Love of God. The two concepts 
are never brought together. In his admonitions, a Kemp1a 
laid stress on Righteousness; in his aspirations, he 
found hope in Grace. 
Summary 
The Supreme Being, to a Kemple, was absolute and 
perfect in all things with the attributes of· omn1potence, 
omnipresence, and eternity. ijis mode of baing as a Person-
ality was characterized by unity, immutability, and 
omniscience. Goodness was the form of expression of the 
Absolute, Perfect Personality; He was the All Inclusive 
----------~-------~~------------~-------------------~--~--1. II, X, 2. 
2. III, V, 1. 
3 • I I I , VI I I , 3 • 
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Value through His love, and the Almighty Judge of all values 
through His righteousness. All hope, all faith, all trust 
were to be placed in God. All joy, all love, all peace were 
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Chapter III 
"The Idea of the Nature of Man' 
Though God was the highest, purest noblest concept-
ion of man, according to Thomas a Kempis, man's idea of 
himself must be almost the antithesis. The key to the in-
terpretation of all human existence was the fall of man 
through Adam 1 a sin. of disobedience. ''For through Adam the 
first man, nature being fallen and corrupted by sin, the 
1 
penalty of thi~ stain hath descended upon all mankind." 
"0 Lord my God ~Thou art to me whatsoever is good. And who 
am I, that I should dare to speak to thee? I am thy poor-
est, meanest servant, and a most vile worm, much more poor 
and contemptible than I can or dare express. Do thou re-
member, 0 Lord, that I am nothing, have nothing, and can 
2 
do nothing." Man was "defiled with many sins, ensnared 
with many passions, held fast by many fears, racked with 
many cares, distracted with many curiosities, entangled 
with many vanities, compassed about with many errors, 
worn with many labors, burdened with temptations, torment-
3 
ed with want." He was nothing in the eyes of God; he had 
no freedom from the seeds of sin which were planted through 
the fall of Adam; his life was one of shame and duet. 
Man's desires 
---------------------------------------------------------1. III, LV, 2. 
2. III, V, 5. 
3. III, XLVIII, 2. 
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''True it is, that every one willingly doeth that 
1 
which agreeth with his own liking.,; The desires of man have 
always played a very large part in the paths that his life 
might follow. Every observer of mankind has learned this 
early in life. To Thomas a Kemple, man's desires were to 
be scorned as earthly and opposed to the Infinite God; 
''All men naturally desire knowledge; but what availeth 
2 
knowledge without the fear of God?" Conquering and for-
getting his own natural self, man must learn to ~ollow 
only those desires that lead to God. 
11 St111 alas~ the old man doth live in me," cries out 
the man who is honestly trying to control his desires. 
The impelling power for self-preservation, sex express-ion, 
and pleasures always fettered Thomas a Kemple's ideal 
man. He might always distrust his feelings, he might never 
give in to the baser desires, he certainly could control 
his bodily passions, yet he could not rid himself of 
strong and impelling urges that unwantingly welled up with-
in him. Humility, simplicity, and faith in God were always 
the ideals; but the strong desires for reputation, recog-
nition and the approval of humanity would be constantly 
impairing the peace and fortitude of every just man. The 
·• old man" of desire never slept. 
The impelling motives, and natural drives of man 
---------------------------------------------------------
1. I, IX, 2. 
2. I, II, 1. 
3 • I I I , XXXIV , 3 • 
3.7 
could not be overlooked. "We a.Jre not free from passions 
1 
and lusts. •i Human nature was looked upon as frail and 
prone to evil because it was influenced by the body. There 
was ever a struggle between the spiritual and the material. 
"Thus, unhappy man that I am, I fight against myself, and 
am become grievous to myself, whilst my spirit seeketh to 
2 
be above, and my flesh to be below.;, Man should always 
try to put down the flesh, but he could never hope to 
succeed. It was a hopeless task. The 11 0ld man11 was a c on-
stant enemy who always set himself against good intentions, 
ceased at no time from pushing unwanted desires up into 
consciousness and continually tempted man to follow his 
passions and pleasures. Thus man was a pitiful victim of 
a never ending struggle against part of his own being. 
The only way to escape such a terrible state of 
affairs was to give everything over to God. God alone could 
give man the power to escape from such base things as 
desires. Peace and assurance were found not by using the 
driving motives' of life as a basis for spiritual attain-
ment; they were found only if man could wrestle with his 
sinful nature and conquer, thus to turn to God. "As for 
3 
oomf'orts, leave them to God.,; All desires must be for God, 
because all that was eternal and uplifting came from God. 
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Man's Needs and Ideals 
Put down and eliminate that turbulent impulse to 
assert and maintain your own ego was 'l'homas a Kempis' s 
basic principle of all life. The essence of the hum~n self 
was sin. Life on earth was hopelessly sinful. Man's desires 
were the cause of all spiritual lethargy and must be subdue~ 
With such a premise, how could man find his way into an 
eternal life of worth and peace? 
First, he had to fight against the flesh. Search for 
riches, love of reputation, hopes for flattery or applause, 
the vain pursuit of knowledge, all these and any other 
sinful expressions of man's lower self had to be over-
1 
come. "The perfect victory is, to .triumph over ourselves ... 
The ideal man was the one who chose to bear the 
cross of his own sins. "Dispose thyself to patience rather 
than to comfort and to the bearing of the cross rather than 
2 
to gladness.·' The cross thus becomes the symbol of all 
Chr is tian virtue, and "bearing one's trials and troubles 
with patience and resignation is walking on the royal road 
" 3 
of the Cross'! Man was inclined to follow the paths of the 
devil without his own personal cross so much that Thomas 
a Kemple believed that it was good to have some troubles 
and crosses; for they often make a man enter into himself. 
The cross is a need of man to make him think of himself. 
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To think of one's self was a paramount virtue. 
''Dail·y we ought to renew our purposes, and to stir ourselves 
1 
to great fervor." Man's life was so sinful and his desires 
so powerful that the constant inward look was necessary. 
The process took much negative repression but the positive 
need of self-knowledge was ever necessary. •iMy son, thou 
oughtest with all diligence to endeavor, that, in every 
place and action, and in all outward business, thou be 
2 
inwardly free, and thoroughly master of thyself." The 
inner self was the first thing to be found and understood. 
Man's beginning ideal must be to master himself in all ways, 
3 
so that he could "put on the new man". 
Secon4, man needed to find a proper relationship 
to other people. Not only the subjugation of the fleshly 
desires of the self was necessary, but the subjugation of 
even the inner man in relation to all other human beings 
must be an ideal. Solitude,withdrawal from all social 
responsibilities, and humility at all times were necessary. 
To try to run the lives of others was a lowly sin, while 
temper, wrath or anger must always be cur~ed. Yet again, 
more lowly than trying to rule others, was to dwell upon 
their faults, defects or weaknesses. Idle curiosity was 
the worst of sins in man's relation to his neighbors. He 
must study to do the will of others, rather than his own. 
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"Do not think that thou hast made any progress, unless 
1 
thou esteem thyself inferior to all. .. "It is great wisdom 
and perfection to think nothing of ourselves, and to think 
2 
always well and highly of others." The second ideal of man 
was continually to consider himself the least of all men 
that he mi ght not become vain or haughty. 
Third, in the needs and ideals of man, was his need 
f or God. Indeed, this was the highest need; the others 
were simply means to the one end of all life ... There is no 
3 
true liberty nor right joy but in the fear of God." "For 
man hath no oblation more wor thy, nor any means greater 
for the destroying of sin, than to off'er himself unto 
4 
God purely and wholly. •• Search for and possession of God 
and the infinite peace that such possession brought was 
t he purpose of all living. 
If such was the main ideal for human beings, it alone 
was the reason for man's existence. His task, therefore, 
was to find this purpose and remain faithful to it if he 
was to lead the good life. "For as a ship without a helm 
is tossed to and fro by the waves; so the man who is care-
5 
less and forsaketh his purpose, is many ways tempted." 
Thomas a Kempis was so ardent in his desire to focus all 
existence around this one ideal that he wr ote what mi ght 
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be called his own beatitudes, thus focusing everything 
in the mystical experience of God: 
Blessed is the soul which heareth the Lord speaki ng 
within her, and receiveth from His mouth the word 
of consolation. 
Blessed are the ears that gladly receive the pulses 
of the Divine whisper, and giver no heed to the 
many whisperings of the world. 
Blessed indeed are those ears which listen not 
after the voice sounding without, but for the 
truth teaching within. 
Blessed are the eyes which are shut fo outward 
things, but intent on things within. 
Bases for Man's Infinite Worth 
Vile, contemptible, lowly, useless, and nothing 
would be a good description of Thomas a Kempis's idea of 
man; yet he held firmly to the hope that such a being 
could be of inf1n1te,;worbh. He might be of no account 
whatsoever when compared to God; nevertheless God saw fit 
to give him immortal! ty. The spiritual part of' man was 
supremely good. It was merely hampered for the space of its 
life on earth by being joined with a body. The body was 
evil; the soul was good; and they were doomed to carry 
on a constant warfare with each other. 
It was a long, hard struggle, because the evil o:t.· 
the body was so strong. A Kemp1s was thankful, however, 
that there was evil with which to contend. Herein man had 
the possibility of meriting the best in life. ;;To strive 
---------------------------------------------------------1. III, I, 1. 
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against evil thoughts which may befall thee, and to reject 
with scorn the suggestions of the devil, is a notable sign 
1 
of virtue, and shall have great reward." 
How shall man conquer evil and have his "great 
·reward"? Surely the release from evil was not found in 
attaining much knowledge. "At the day of" judgment we shall 
not be examined as to what we have read, but as to what 
2 
we have done. 11 Yet, again, deeds could not be the criteria 
for life. A man's conduct was not the measure of his 
character. "For God weigheth more with how much love a man 
3 
worketh than how much he doeth... He was truly of eternal 
merit who lived the life of love. The path of love was the 
release from evil. 
"Perfect security and full peace cannot be haa in 
4 
this world," however, The body of man was too evil and his 
spirit too weak to attain the'jgreat reward" on this earth. 
The entire end of living had to find its focal poin~ as 
well as its goal in another world. 
Labor now so to live, that at the hour of death 
thou mayest rather rejoice than fear. 
Learn now to die to the world, that thou mayest 
then begin to live with Ghrist. 
Learn now to contemn all things. that thou mayest 
then freely go to Uhrist. 
Uhastise thy body now by repentance,5 that thou mayest then have assured confidence. 
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Why was it that man was put on this earth? "Was it 
not that thou mightest live to God~ and become a spiritual 
1 
man?" "The aim of asceticism is not ultimately negative, 
nor is it based upon an essentially pessimistic view of 
human nature. It would tame or even destroy certain 
normal impulses, but only for the sake of moral and 
spiritual freedom. much in human nature, it regards a s evil, 
but the spiritual part of man is, for it, supremely good, 
2 
and the life of the spirit supremely worthwhile." 
Thus one finds in Thomas a .Kempis's idea of the 
nature of man a strange m! xture of body and soul as 
disti nc t and separ ate substances, while the discipline of 
this m:txture to t he point wher e the soul may escape from 
the body into perfect peace and eternal worth is a 
peculia r use of positive and negative procedures. 
Man was given an evil nature which had to be put down. 
All desires must be relegated to the one supreme desire 
t o experience God. The process of life upward was to be 
found through repression rather than expression, yet there 
was a glorious hope that dominated all life and not a fear. 
Good and evil must ever be at odds in man, but if only 
man would renounce the world, good would be the victor. 
Man's true self was always regarded as of eternal worth, 
regardless of any necessary evils. The supreme test of all 
living, that which gave man immortality was a negation of 
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all desire and natural expression to the one positive 
activity: namely, Love for God. 
45 
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Chapter IV 
: Communi on with God' 
1 
God's Immanence 
It love for God must be the goal of all finite ex-
pression, one has to search for God. To have love for any-
one, there must be recognition, certain loyalties, and 
companionship. If finite man is to find God and have a 
relationship with Him, God is necessarily immanent. 
Thomas a Kempis was certain of God's immanence. 
Christ was the supreme manifestation of this fact. In C~ist, 
God came to earth that men might know of His grace toward 
suffering mankind. He who would find God must know Christ 
as the Son of the Trinity, as God who came to earth in the 
form of man. 
Once a person found Christ as the .supreme instance 
or the Divine immanence, the inner self would also testify 
to such a fact. 11 A humble knowledge of thyself is a surer 
2 
way to God than a deep search after learning." Every man 
carried the abode of God, if he only realized it. "Give 
thyself to things 
3 
inward, and thou shalt perceive the 
Kingdom of God." The God of man had to be found through 
Christ in man's own self. No more convincing proof of God's 
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immanence and interest in the finite world was to be found 
than the quiet voice of the inner-self which assured man 
of God's presence and power to give joy, peace, faith and 
hope. If man would turn to Christ, he would cause the Holy 
Spirit to descend into the depths of' his inner lit'e, 
cleanse it of all evil, and leave the presence of God as an 
immanent expression of the Infinite Father. 
Mutual Transcendence 
In spite of such an unbreakable faith in God's 
immanence, Thomas a Kemple was certain that God was trans-
cendent. The only way to find God was to withdraw from all 
outside life into your own cell; and then to withdraw from 
even your own life into your own se11·. God was not to be 
found in the round ox· everyday exper iences and relationships. 
une had to discipline the natural av-enues of expression in 
order to commune with Him. He was transcendent to all life. 
~o separate one's self from society and all save ~od was the 
only way to bring the transcendent l:Tod into immanent relation 
ship with man. "O Lord, it is the business of a perfect 
man never to withdraw his mind from attentive thought of 
1 
heavenly things. 11 11 For immediately, as soon as thou givest 
thyself to God from thy whole heart, and seekest not this 
nor that, according to thine own pleasure or will, but 
settlest thyself wholly in him, thou shalt find thyself 
-----------------------------------------------------------1. III, XXVI, 1. 
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1 
united to him and at peace." God was transcendent to man, 
and it was man's only worthy ideal to conquer his own will 
that he might find peace in the giving of his life to the 
all-dominating will of God. 
Preparation for Communion through Negation 
That "no man is worthy of heavenly comfort, unless 
- 2 
he has dil_igently exercised himself in holy compunction._. 
was one of the primary necessities in Thomas a Kempis's 
approach to God. 11 My mouth can utter nothing but this word 
3 
only, ii i have sinned, 0 Lord~ I haVIe sinned," was his 
constant cry. Man was the vilest of worms; before he could 
hope to find God, he must rid himself of all evil. It was 
a long and difficult procesa to negate all desire under 
the one pure desire to commune with God which itself must 
never be experienced as man was too unworthy of such an 
experience. 
4 
"A good conscience and a virtuous life'; were the ends 
to be sought. Certainly man was too contemptible to search 
for God. His must be the path of complete self-humility. 
;, The knowledge of your own ignorance, your own fragility of 
purpose, your own failure in aim and in achievement, is the 
first step in opening up the larger life which you hope 
. 5 
at least is some day destined for you.•i To attain such 
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knowledge, one's aim had to be the simple desire for a 
virtuous life. The realization that God had been found was 
a necessary outcome of such a procedure, but the end sought 
must never be God. 
Such a process of negation and this ~epression of the 
natural desires of man make it very difficult to present a 
reasoned description. One may well quote that beautiful and 
challenging truth: 
By two wi ngs a man is lifted up from things earthly, 
namely, by Si~plicity and Purity. 
Simplicity ought to be in our intention; purity in 
our affections. Simplicity doth tenditowards God; 
purity doth apprehend and taste Him. 
The fact remains, however, that certain admonitions 
have to be placed upon the same personality who is given 
the above ideal: 
Be desirous my son, to do the will of another rather 
than thine own. 
Choose always to have less rather than more. 
Seek alwa~s the lowest place, and to be beneath 
everyone. · 
The negations were the essential preparations for 
all high living. There was an i nescapable dualism between 
matter and spirit, and matter must ever be negated in 
preference to the life of the spirit which always leads to 
God. 
Preparation for t:ommunion through Expresslon 
The negative aspects of the approach to God of men 
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like Thomas a Kempis are usually emphasized, because they 
ar e so unconventional and perhaps unnatural. Nevertheless, 
there is always a strong and virile positive aspect of the 
preparation which must be taken into account. 
FAITH 11 My son; beware thou dispute not of' high 
matters, nor of the secret judgments of God, why this man is 
so left and that man t aken into such great favor; why also 
one man is so much affl~eted, and another so greatly advanced 
Against the world of intellectual doubts and fears, man has 
his only chance for peace in the power of an unbreakable 
faith in God. The world may be cruel and evil while suffer-
ing may distort the body and fears the life, yet 11 I will 
2 
walk in faith, strengthened by the examples of the Saints." 
The remedy for all uneasiness, restlessness~ and vain 
intellectual aspiration wa s to be found in the simple, quiet 
repose of faith. 
Thus, faith became the primary positive principle of 
Thomas a Kempis's approach to God. No doubt such an emphasis 
grew out of the observation that Jesus laid so much stress 
on the inner-life where faith would be the dominant pre-
requisite for a proper expression of man's attitudes toward 
God. Man was absolutely dependent upon ~God, yet he was too 
lowly to know anything about God's ways and therefore, 
must simply and sincerely remain in perfect faith. Questions 
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l 
and searchings would be of no avail; man's intellectual 
scope was too limited. The single plausible approach was 
through faith. 
LOVE One might well think that the second principle 
of the positive approach to God would be hope. Faith seems 
to be the natural predecessor of hope; hope seems to be the 
spontaneous expression of a living faith. In Thomas a Kempis' 
life, faith's accompanying expression was love. :J:! aith gave 
such trust and assurance that hope was taken for granted, 
and love became the florescence of faith. 
"He that loveth God with all his heart is neither 
afraid of dea t h , nor of punishment, nor of judgment, nor of 
1 
hell; for perfect love gi vee secure access to God." The 
humble and faithful servant of God would also have perfect 
love for Him, and this was the securest approach. Love, the 
symbol of self-sacrifice, loyalty and grace was the compan-
ion of faith. 
PRAYER Call home to Thee my sense and thought, 
And loose from earthly care, 
That all my soul be fully brou~ht 
To rise toward Thee in Prayer. 
One had to learn to use faith and love as the incent-
ives toward prayer which was the central duty of all 
Christians. As a duty to God, it preceded all other ~hristian 
responsibilities. '_'Choose therefore a secret place to thyself 
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love to live alone with thyself, desire the conversation 
1 
of none; but rather pour out devout prayer unto God." 
In order that faith and love could find expression in 
prayer, one had to flee to qu~etness. Silence kept one 
from temptations and evil complications With others. Con-
centration upon the inner-li!'e was best when one was in the 
silent confines of his own cell. Meditation upon the '1life 
2 3 
of Jesus Christ", and ''God's loving kindness•_• , which were 
essential in the production of the life of humble prayer, 
was a mental activity that required seclusion and quietness. 
While solitude filled with contemplations of communion with 
God followed in the course of silent meditations. The one 
aim of all silence, concentration, meditation and contemp-
lation was to fill the solitary man with the feeling of the 
presence of God. ;ro consider that God and the praying man 
were alone in the universe was the end of both negative and 
positive means of Thomas a Kempis's approach to God. 
Mystical Experience 
Just as a bird stands on the top-most twig of a tree 
poised and waiting for a flight into the farthest blue, so 
the soul of the mystic waits in expectancy and assurance 
for his flight of the '_'alone to the Alone." The processes 
of negation made it possible for the soul to escape from 
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the trammels and the evils of the body, while the positive 
expressions of faith, love and prayer gradually lifted the 
soul to the highest point of vantage that man could achieve. 
Here the soul had gradually grown its wings of perfect 
s i mplicity and purity, the will of man was completely given 
to the Will of Infinite God, and man's groping was done. 
The peace of perfect solitude in the presence of God was 
found. The hushed expectancy of the_ soul who has been dis-
ciplined and duty bound until absolutely set free from the 
evil of life raised it into the . ~arthest blue. 
So sweet were tQe effects of this state that 
A man ought there f ore to mount above all creatures, 
and perfectly to renounce himself, and to be::in a 
sort of ecstasy of mind, and to see that thou, the 
Creator of all thi£gs, hast nothing amongst creatures 
like unto thyself. 
Grant me, o most ~~eet and loving Jesus, to rest in 
thee above all creatures, above all health and 
beauty, above all glory and honor, above all power 
and di gnity, above· all knowledge and subtili ty, 
above all riches and arts, above all joy and glad- · 
ness, above all fame and praise, above all sweet-
ness and comfort, abov~ all hope and promise, above 
all desert and desire. 
Finally, above angels and archangels, and above all 
the heavenly host, above all things visible and 
invi~ible, and above all that thou art not, 0 My 
God. 
Let it not be supposed, from the above, that mystical 
experiences were dommon occurences in Thomas a Kempis's life; 
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nor were they the only necessary manifestation of a truly 
christian life. Seldom out of all the gray, dry days did 
Thomas a Kempis take a flight to the Infinite. ·• would God 
there were only the spiritual refreshments of the soul, 
1 
which alas, we taste too seldom." The periods when the 
. Presence of God was experienced were few, yet they were 
valid and momentous, so momentous that it was impossible to 
remain long at the height.s., and so valid that long periods 
of ''dryness'' were gladly suff ered in faith that another 
mystical experience would come. 
A Kempis realized the power of such times and advised: 
"Thou art not able always to persist in . the higher pitch of 
contemplation but thou must needs sometimes by reason of 
original corruption descend to inferior things, and bear 
the burden of th1s corruptible lit'e though against thy will 
2 
and with weariness. •• He also unders took the cleansing power 
of action when he wrote: "It is expedient for thee, then 
to flee to humble and exterior works, and to refresh thyself 
3 
with good actions." Finally, he continually emphasized 
the importance of an unbreakable faith in God: "Except 
with a firm confidence My coming and Heavenly visitation, 
bear patiently thy bani·shment and the dryness of thy Mind, 
till I shall again visit thee and set thee free from all 
4 ' 
anxieties." . The secret of success, after onee the negative 
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and positive means of approach were perfectly used was not 
to anticipate too many experiences, but by willing to enter 
the life of lowly work and service while preparing for the 
experiences, and to keep always an attitude of absolute 
dependence toward God. 
In short, a Kempis believed in the immanence of God 
as exemplified supremely in the life of Christ and to 
lesser, varying and changing degrees in the inner-life of 
men. Nevertheless, God was transcendent. He was set apart 
from us, and we were apart from Him b y the reality of 
individual personalities and the freedom of the will found 
in every personality. This made it necessary for __ man to 
discipline and adjust his attitudes and desires in accord-
ance with the teachings of Christ that he might experience 
God. The evils of the body and sins of the soul had to be 
negated by the feeling of e xtreme compunction; while the 
expressions of faith, love and prayer had to become the 
essence of the personality desiring communion. Always one 
had to follow this path until perfect purity and simplicity 
were attained. Slowly and gradually the preparations had to 
be made in constant ~aith that God's presence might be 
felt. Thus, finally, that supreme peace and understanding 
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Chapter V 
' .-. ppraisals o1· the Religious Educational Value of 
the Life and Teachings of Thomas a Kempis 
Evaluation of Our Predecessors 
The Records of the Colony of Massachusetts Bay under. 
date of May 19, 1669, has the following minute: 11The Court 
(the legislature of the colony was called the General Court) 
being informed that there is now in the presse reprinting 
- . 
a booke tit(entitled) Imitacons of Christ or to yt purpose 
written by Thomas a Kempis, a popish minister, wherein is 
conteyned some- things , tliat ar.ecless safe to be infused among 
the people o1' this place, doe comend it to the lincencers 
of the presse the more full revisal thereof and that in the 
1. 
meane time there be no further progresse in that work. •i 
Needless to say, _ the "revisal" never took place and 
the book was forced out of print. The puritans, ascetics 
through they were, could not allow the teachings of a med-
ieval ascetic in their homes; they were too •• popish". Today 
we might be able to find more peace of mind and attain 
quicker religious certainty if the writings of all ascetics 
were censored by the standards of a set attitude, but such 
a procedure wo uld rob us of our individual freedom of 
choi ce. If democracy means anything, one should have the 
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privil € ·· a of forming an individual appraisal in the light 
of any norm. For the remainder of this paper, an i ndividual 
appraisal of' the lire and teachings or 'l'homas a Kempis i n 
tm light ot· present religious. educational tendencies will 
be presented. 
Parallels of Everyday Uonditions 
There are many striking parallels of everyday 
conditions between the fifteenth and twentieth centuries. 
1.n the times of a .Kempis, the oriental peoples were a"yel-
low peril" in deed and fact. With opain under their control 
and Constantinople cut off from all western communications, 
the oriental races were the fear of all the major occident-
al governments. Today, Japan, Uhina, and India are expressing 
their power again. Fear fills the hearts of the occident~! 
peoples. Many are the reasons for predicting that the na tions 
of the East will overrun the nations of the West and di s -
man t le their culture. 
Restlessness within governments is also an impressive 
parallel between the fift eenth and t wentieth centuries. 
the divine ri ght of kings was fast losing its precedence 
during the days of a Kempis. The crusades had failed, the 
spirit of chivalry was losing its ardor, the Black Plague 
had taken its toll, and there was fore-doom of all tradition-
al earthly powers. How strongly similar is the present cr isis 
where t he human right of the capitalistic system is being 
questioned. Man is utterly dissatisfied with the progressive 
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use that man has been put to in the shadows of the i nsensibl 
force of a machine-dominated society, while the glory and 
romance of such a system seem to have been given a stagger-
ing blow by the World War and a death blow by the present 
depression. 'rhe peoples of the world are in a dilemma of 
governmental c onfusion, decay, and re-birth as surely as 
they were in a Kempis's time. 
Another parallel is obvious when one observes the 
bewilderment wi thin::cChristiani ty. Almost on the heels of 
the complete schism between the Greek and La tin Church 
came the Great Schism in the Latin Church. :&'irst the 
doctrines and dogmas of the church were questioned; then 
even the powers of the church in any governmental, and in 
many spiritual ways came to be uncertain. One need not 
look long to find the same situation today. The doctrines 
and dogmas of the church were seriously attacked by 
scientific studies; two sides resulted, and fundamentalism 
was set over against what was called modernism in all 
institutionalized Christianity. The fires of this struggle 
had scarcely turned into glimmering coals when all the 
rights of Christianity or religion of any kind were denoun-
ced as irrational; the decaying effects o1· psychological 
behaviorists, philosophical humanists, and theological 
atheists have entered the floundering factions of christian 
believers. Bewilderment and weakness characterize the 
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churches of today, as they did those~ t~~es of a Kempis, 
while the masses of people are being led in constant con-
fusion through a religious world where schisms, death 
struggles, growing pains, and newness are milling toward 
an unknown goal. 
Out of this melee of racial, governmental, class, and 
religious contention of Thomas a Kempis's and moder n times, 
we find the individual man making many approaches and with-
drawals from life. Quite naturally there are many who make 
a wholesome adjustm~nt to the temper of their age; yet there 
are always those who express peculiar at t itudes toward such 
situations. As one studies these two periods of history, 
two antithetical tendencies are outstanding as observable 
results in individual lives because of the dondition of the 
times. 
First, there are those noble people who withdraw 
from socie·ty. Things are so bad that .1 t seems a hopeless 
dilemma; the best way for the individual to save his own 
integrity of purpose is to leave corrupt society to itself 
and live the life of an ascetic recluse. On the other hand, 
there are those noble people who strive mightily to change 
the status quo for the better. Theirs is the path of' 
aggression and enthusiasm. Society can be and must be saved, 
and they are the ones .to do it. An overdone social enthusias 
1s the product of such an attitude, while unnecessary 
------------------------------~----------------------------
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isolation is the result of a withdrawal f r om societyj 
Second, faith manifests itself in two opposite ways. 
Many are the p~ople who know not where to turn. They have 
lost their faith in the power of Goo to do much, if anything, 
) 
about the circumstances of lire, while a blind hope in the 
powers of man seems f utile. Some give up and sink into 
lethargy of every kind; others retreat into tradition. 
Those who endeavor to escape by way of tradition go to the 
opposite extreme of those who lose all faith. The Bible, 
some mysterious creed, or an elaboration of ritualistic 
ceremonies becomes their fetish, their only hope. The magic 
and wonder of musty traditions hold one group spell-bound. 
while the piercing facts of reality lay bare the shallow-
ness of the other group, and civilization moves on ever 
. absor~ing the interplay of such antithetical forces waiting 
for the chaos to be whipped into an ordered whole. 
Thomas a Kempis's Religious Education 
It is true that the "ordered whole" will not be 
brought about by any one approach or power in life. The 
relationships of people and things are not simple. Neither 
are the solutions of the problems of living an easy matter. 
Nevertheless, religion has played its important role down 
through the a ges, and one is certainly warranted in 
endeavoring to find aid from such a major factor in the 
progress of man. 
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Thomas a Kempis was a victim of his own religious 
education. The Bible and the writings of St. Augustine and 
St. Bernard were powerful influences in his life as trans-
mitters of the religious values and ideals already found 
by man while the examples of such lives as his mother's, 
Father Florentiua.sRadewyn' s , and Student Schoenhoren' s 
undoubtedly moulded his life into the forms characteristic 
of the monk who was the religious ideal of his age. The 
subtle forces of personal contact and unconscious powers of 
attitudes obtained from great teachers determined the 
trend of a Kemple's life, as they do the life of any person~ 
ity. 
Liberating Influences for Christianity 
There is no doubt but that a Kempis 1 s writings have 
changed the temper of many individuals in as many ways. 
"Ignatius Loyola read a chapter of it daily; so did a very 
1 
different thinker, Auguste Comte. u Beyond this, however, 
a Kemple's liberating power has been felt in the progress 
of Christianity. It has already been pointed out in Chapter 
I how his emphasis on the study of the Bible paved the way 
for reform. The monks of the day became more interested 
in the. study of the Bible; they, in turn, taught their 
students, who gradually spread such learning to the masses 
of people. 'rhus, in spite of the authority of the Roman 
-----------------------------------------------------------1. W.K. Fleming, Mysticism in Christianity,p. 139. 
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Catholic Church, the li'Qerating in:f'luence of a knowledge ot· 
the teachings of t he Bible was disseminated among the common 
people • .t1 Kempis was a subtle and important part of this 
process. 
A more subtle movement, aided by his influence, was 
the dissemination of the classical learning throughout 
Germany. uThe school o1· Thomas at Mpunt St. Agnes became the 
breat classical seminary of the North; three of his dis-
ciples visited Italy, and, bringing from that home of the 
Renaissance the s.tudy of Greek, are regaraed as the founders 
1 
Qf German classical learning." In emphasizing the value 
of education, he inspired three of his disciples to look 
abroad for more knowledge, and the result was a renaissance 
of learning throughout Germany. 
More subtle than either the emphasis on the Bible or 
the recovery of the cl. assics was a tendency to liberate 
uhristianity from the congestion of a dogma-bound religious 
expression. Let it not be supposed that a Kempis ever 
opposed or questioned any dogma of the Homan Uatholic 
Church; he accepted all its teachings as the eternal truths 
of God. buperior to any learning, however, were placed 
certain :f'eel.ings. 'l·he supreme end o:f' all. learning and l.i:fe 
was an awareness of God as a power upon which man feel.s him-
----------------------~----------------------------------~-1. w. K. Fleming, Op. Cit. P• 142 . 
64 
self dependent, to which he owes reverence and loyalt~, in 
which he trusts for help. In other words, the emphasis upon 
the feelings of love for God and absolute dependence on 
Him .- so much a part of a Kempis's teaching that it had 
a profound effect upon those who felt its influence. In 
many such cases, the person gained release from a narrow 
dogmatism to a fulfillment of deep seated emotional search-
ings. Thus the emphasis was changed. The teachings of the 
Church became secondary to the belief that one must have 
) 
the feelings of love and absolute dependence before 
salvation from the evils of life could be realized. 
Surely, such liberating emphases as a better under-
standing of the Bible, retrieved insights gained through 
the classics, and the redeeming power of an experience of 
a true religious nature are revolutionary movements so far 
. ' 
as religious education is concerned. Thomas a Kempis was 
an important personality in the progress of such changes 
in Germany. Out of a dark world of confusion, sin, and 
suffering be escaped. to the life of a monk where he made 
his contributions to these movements which aided in the 
reformation of society and the Church in the centuries that 
followed. 
Emphasis on God 
Some of the more direct contributions that a 
Kempis made to the religious thought of his time and of 
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which we might well take cognizance in present religious 
educational tendencies will now be treated. His emphasis 
on God came above and before all, as he taught that the 
heavens declared the glory of God and the "still small 
voice" revealed God even more. This was the teaching which 
formed the very dynamic and meaning of all life; and, 
unless: every man realized it as an integral part of his 
life attitudes, he had found no purpose for his life, and, 
therefore, remained in the blindness of temporal man. 
Religious education today might well emphasize the 
fact that unless God speaks in the soul, it is vain to 
seek what -others report of Him. No teaching or no words 
can impart the spirit of God to man; this comes only through 
a long process of self-discipline and self-realization. 
Of course it will have to be admitted that a 
Kempis's procedure could not be taught today. Ours must be 
a more universally applicable process whereby man may find 
God. Many are the paths to God; each personality has to 
find the most profitable paths for himself. The thing for 
us to remember is this: 11 if the direct personal realization 
of God to which the mystic aspires were understood by him 
as self-realization in and through moral creativity, he 
would become a leader in christian education. For his whole 
l 
attitude would be stimulating to others.'' The task is to 
-------------------------~--------------------------------1. G.A. Coe, What is Christian Education, p. 281. 
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place an emphasis on the necessity of fellowship with God 
so that children will find a natural expression for their 
deeper selves and gain that optimistic attitude toward life 
which alone is the product of true religious hope, faith 
and prayer.. Children must be given these if they are to be 
able to face the actual world with ehristian enthusiasm or 
produce in this world any lasting Christian values. These 
necessitate an emphasis on God. 
Man is Humble in the Light of the Ideal 
Modern religious education mi ght well recognize and 
use the second of a Kempis's positive emphases. In essence 
this emphasis is that man is very lowly in the light of the 
i deal and must, therefore, consider himself as a constant 
striver for something better. The self-satisfied man must 
be replaced by the man who constantly realized that his 
self-realization never ends·. The self -satisfied man may well 
turn to machinery and mechanism as his hope; he is the ruler 
of all that he meets including his own fate. Sue~ an attitude 
is totally non-Christian and should be replaced by the 
attitude that the end of all finite life is self-realization 
in the light of the ideal which is itself an ever fl eeing 
goal, uncter wnich man always feels his shortcomings. 
Like unto the self-satisfied man is the self -
sanctified man. His , tendency is to look upon moral standards 
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as fixed and never changing. Blessed are the self-sanctified 
for they have reached religious perfection, would be his 
paramount beatitude. Too often we see such an attitude in 
the hopes taught by modern religious educators. A Kempis 
was cer tain that ubetween what man is and what he ought to 
be there is a deep gulf. We all stand condemned in the light 
1 
of the ideal.'.' The emphasis today should follow such 
attitudes. ~elf-satisfaction and self-sanctification must 
not be the resul~s of Ghristian educatio~. 
"The quiet monk, sitting in his quiet cell, with 
the wisdom of God to enlighten him, knew enough of human 
learning to understand ful~ well that the largest reach 
of it is but a faint spark, quivering for an instant in the 
2 
fathomless darkness of ignorance.'' In the end man is never 
able to create his own salvation. He must always feel lowly 
in the light of the ideal which is from God and then, 
forgetting his egoistic tendencies, aim all of his aspiration 
toward the Perfect Ideal. Must we not realize with a Kempis's 
conviction that the hope of salvation is to realize our 
shortcomings that we might more humbly proceed along paths 
of self-realization. 
Rightly a Kempis wrote, "It is no small matter, to 
3 
lose or to gain the kingdom of . God." We can agree that the 
necessary fellowship with God and the proper attitude of 
-----------------------------------------------------------1. A.C. Knudson, Doctrine of Redemption, p. 116. 
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humbleness' are acl;).ievements that require much discipline. 
These must be our ideals, as they were of St. Agnes's lowly 
monk. Nevertheless the means by which man may be brought 
from what he is to what he ought to be are different today 
' from those of a Kempis's times. His hope for redemption lay 
in release from all worldly things. Today, religious 
educators cannot possibly use the type of discipline which 
sets one apart from all worldly t hings as their means for 
producing Christian character. The paramount ends of life 
are the same as a Kempis's, but the processes of achieve-
ment must be different. Fer him, the only hope was through 
withdrawal from all temporal things. For- present day teach-
ers of religion, the only hope for redemption is to be 
found through creative endeavor. The idea of redemption 
must be interpreted within a framework of creativity. 
Redemption is seen as a new creation and not as repression 
of the temporal. In short, redemption was for Thomas a 
Kempis an im1 tation, not a transformat.ion. Modern hopes 
for redemption must emphasize creative transformation. 
Narrow View of Human Nature 
Excellent as the paramount ideals taught by a Kempis 
are, they are set in a minor key. People burdened with care 
and sorrow find a wealth of comfort and solace in reading 
his writings, but the normal human being would find whole 
avenues of natural expression untouched. 11 They present only 
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one side of the Christian life, and in order to compass 
the whole of it they must be supplemented by counsels for 
integrity, bravery, and constancy in the struggle of daily 
existence to which the vast mass of mankind, who cannot be 
1 
recluses, are called.'i The supreme stress they lay upon 
the possibility of immediate communion with God and the . 
necessity of the proper attitudes in the light of the ideal 
are good, but too much stresa: is laid on thinking of the 
monk as the ideal man and not enough has been laid on the 
realms ot· creative activity where the large majority of 
the children who come under the influence of religious 
education must find fulfillment for their personalities. 
Mysticism and Religious Education 
CRITIQUE OF THE MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE Another 
narrowness of a Kempis's which must be guarded against is 
the over-emphasis on mysticism. Pratt has gone so far as 
to write, "Even at its best "the ecstasy is dangerous and 
at its worst is altogether evil. "~*~- I can have little 
doubt that its dangers are greater than its probabl~· re-
wards, and that it is a form of experience which should 
2 
be emphatically discouraged.u For a Kempis such a gross: 
condemnation of mysticism would be most lamentable and for 
him it would not be justified. He found a balance through 
mysticism, or in spite of mysticism, that Pratt does not 
----------------------------------------------------------1. · Schaff-Herzog, Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, 
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recognize. In an overpowering majority of cases, however, 
such a mystical emphasis would be fatal to al'I the virtues 
of strength and fortitude. Rather than a stimulation to 
creative individual expression and appreciation, as it was 
in a Kempis's life, it would become a means of escape, in-
tellectual lethargy, and sentimentality. As we have ob-
served, there are many pathways to God, and each person 
must find the one or more that best fit his personality. 
The mystical approach is one of many. In its broadest sense, 
a~::~ any expression ot' the t·eelings toward that which is be-
yond the rational, it is used by all men; yet in its 
narrower sense as direct communion with God which cul-
minates in ecstasy it would be a hopeless attempt x·or the 
majority of people and, it· seriously tried, would simply 
leave thwarted personalities searching and longing for an 
unattainable goal. 
TRANSMISSION To be of religious educational worth, 
the experience would have to be transmitted. ln the case 
of' mysticism, this is an impossibility. '.'Because mysticism 
so generally interprets itself in the terms of conventional 
beliefs, or else declares itself incommunicable, it is 
1 
educationally sterile." A mere transmission of set 
doctrines or dogmas will never suffice as a curriculum for 
religious education. Its primary purpose cannot be simply 
-------- -------------------------------------------------
1 • G. A. C oe, Op. Cit. p. 279. 
71 
to hand on a religion. By vitalizing, inspiring and re-
leas ing the creative elements of individuals, it must work 
toward the creation of well-balanced, natural per~onalitie s. 
'l'hus a Kemple's mystical ideal has little or no religious 
educational worth because i t has little transmissive value. 
CONCEPTION OF SALVATION Dr. A. c. Knudson has 
pointed to the shortcomings of the mystical approach as a 
means to salvation in one concise sentence: i'Salvation is 
a conscious ethical process, not a mystical effect of 
1 
participation in the sacraments... Christian educators must 
continually guard against making religion an opiate of the 
higher tendencies in man. In confusing times like the 
present, which so closely parallel those of a Kempis, any 
chance for escape from actual experience must be especially 
avoided. The monasteries played their role in helping men 
to salvation during the middle ages; today salvation is 
thought of as being achieved along quite different lines 
of expression. 
RESULTS "If thou attend wholly unto God and thyself 
thou wilt be but little moved with whatsoever thou seest 
2 
abroad" was a Kemple's teaching. For him learning to be 
a Christian was a process of becoming wholly absorbed in 
contemplation upon God and one's own sins. Such a pro-
cedure would certainly lead to a refined piety, but it 
--------------------------~~------------------------------1. A. C. Knudson, Doctrine of Redemption, p. 302. 
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would be unprogressive. Religious education must awaken 
personalities to accept the ••burdens and the joys of moral 
1 
creativity", if it is to mean anything to the modern 
world.;i While meditation, contemplation and prayer are ab-
solute essentials to the balanced life, yet they are simply 
one side of the varied attitudes found in personality. 
Active service and creative endeavor on the front-lines of 
Christian progress, in society and in individual lives, 
must form the other side of the balanced life. Mysticism 
has its place; but, save for a few soul s, a Kempis's type 
of mysticism has very little value f'or religious education. 
Conception of Man 
EVIL NATURE Following the traditional teachings 
of the Roman Catholic Church, a Kempis taught that man 
inherited an evil nature. The sin of Adam had given man 
this part of his nature which he must continually combat. 
Thus evil existed as a mere abstraction and was passed on 
from generation to generation as a universal hereditary 
fact, and man had to fight a never ending battle to keep 
his higher nature from being overthrown by h i s lower nature. 
Such a conception has no place in religious education 
Good or evil are not gifts in the original nature of any 
person. All that is inherited by the normal person in this 
respect a r e the capacities for achieving good or evil. In 
other words, evil or character do not exist in the abstract. 
----------------------------------------------------------1. B. A. Coe, Op. Cit • . p. 126. 
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They cannot be put on or taken off· at will. Neither can 
they be a universal hereditary fact. They are individual 
achievements. It is true that there is something orig1nal 
and unique in every person but "this uniqueness lies not 
in something that is done and finished; it is rather· a 
1 
flowing thing, like time itself." It changes with the 
ever changing experiences of' a personality. Character and 
evil have meaning only in so far as they are expressed by 
a personality and never in the abstract. 
2 
Emme and Stevick have expressed this line of thought 
with unusual clarity. They state that character is not a 
substance ready made; nor is it a bundle of habits or mere 
conduct. Character is an index to the sum total of a person' 
standards of value. Man achieves, according to his stand-
ards of value, either good or evil. The abstract handling 
of man's nature has no place in .modern thought. 
THE I DEAL MAN The recluse monk was a Kempis's 
ideal. Life was to be aimed at a fixed end. It was all a 
process of becoming. Across deserts of pain and grief - the 
ideal man had to wander, while the cruel wind of sin was 
ever beating him down. His soul longed for a refreshing 
drink of truth but could find nothing but parched husks 
of temporal ideas so long as sin was present. Yet if he 
never lost faith, he would someaay find an oasis where God 
.----------------------------------------------------------1 • A • B • C oe , Op • Cit • , p • 7 4 . 
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would speak to him of eternal truths and refresh his whole 
being. Then he must again wander out into the desert of 
everyday life in faith that ano t her oasis would be found. 
So long as another oasis could be found nothing else matter-
ed. 
Today this idea of an ideal man and his best relation 
ship to God has changed considerably. A Kempis's ideal has 
little worth for us because we think of life as a process 
of growth rather than aimed at a stat ic hope. Its achieve-
ments never lead to a definite, fi xed ideal; life i ·s a 
becoming, not an arriving. 
If one shoul d carry out the desert-oasis analogy, 
modern religious educatio~ would teach children that there 
are ma~ oases which are all paths to God, from which man 
can obtain refreshing solace and courage. The task of man 
is not to wander aimlessly all over the dry desert of 
everyday life hoping against hope that an oasis may be 
found which will give enough strength and faith to help 
him continue his wanderings. He should find those oases or 
that oasis which gives him the most. refreshment. Once 
found he should build his experience around these centers 
of inspiration and uplift. Then, gradually, he should 
learn to use the oasis to the fullest extent. Through 
ditches for irrigation the f ertility of' the usual and 
commonplace could be· captured and soon a garden of beauty 
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and worth would be achieved. 
Modern Emphases 
RATIONALISM Perhaps the best way to round out this 
evaluation of Thomas a Kempis's teachings will be to point 
out the modern emphases of which he had no or little 
appreciation. Rather than an appeal to authority, the ulti-
mate criterion of what are the right ideals is man's reason. 
No system of asceticism can guarantee that it will lead man 
to absolute, eyernal ideals. Neither can reason, but it 
can guide us along the most ordered and purposive paths. 
Super-rational aspects have a profound influence upon the 
vitality of religion, it is true; yet the validity of re-
ligion necessarily rests upon the reason. 11 Religion comes 
unto man through the reason, and through other faculties 
also. Religion cannot be unrational. Much less, it cannot 
1 
be anti-rational." To say that a Kempis never emphasized 
the rational would be to overlook some of his finest teach-
ings; yet he did not use reason as a validating authority 
for his religious experience. The authority of the Roman 
Catholic Church and of ~is mystical experience were ultimate 
tests. Thus modern religious education has surpassed him 
in its emphasis upon reason. 
INEXHAUSTIBLE WORTH OF PERSONALITY The premise of 
all religious education is that there is inexhaustible 
worth in every living personality. Rather than suppressing 
-----~-----------------------------------------------~----1. Cl F. Thwing, Education and Religion, p.51. 
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our attributes and desires, we should use them. Our desires 
for new adventures, a sense of usefulness, self-preservation, 
et cetra all make us normal human beings. The task is not 
to suppress such desires as mundane. The task is to use them 
as natural, necessary means for achieving and creating the 
good life. Persons are not "vile worms"; they are possess-
ors of inexhaustible worth which must find some expression 
if immortality is to be achieved. The natural and the temp-
oral are the holy when used as means toward the right 
ideals. 
SELF-REALIZATION Upon the premise of the inex-
haustible worth of personality, using reason as the ultimate 
criterion of validity, modern religious education again 
surpasses a Kempis's teachings when it recognizes the 
nature of life. The ever changing aspects of life's process 
have been pointed out before as over against a Kempis's 
static and abstract conceptions. In conclusion it must be 
re-emphasized. 
"In man's experience we find not merely the facts 
of sense and of self-consciousness, but we also f ind values; 
both the everyday objects of the heart's desire and the ide 
values of love, truth, goodness, beauty and holiness. Real-
ization of these values through a growing and active ex-
1 perience constitutes the purpose and justification of life." 
Man has to achieve God's purposes through natural expres s i on 
rather than through unnatural suppression. 
----------------------------------------------------------
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Thomas a Kempis's life and times are worthy of the 
attention of modern religious educ a tors because of his re-
actions to an age which was much like present times, and 
the results gained from such reactions, may prove profitable 
in finding the best way for personalities to adjust them-
selves to trying circumstances. His liberating influences 
on religion during the late middle ages, renaissance and 
reformation are enlightening. His emphasis on God and on 
humility with its attendant virtues must be continually 
the cardinal religious emphases. ret the large body of his 
teachings as to ideals, and means of attaining them runs 
counter to modern conceptions and must constantly be 





The late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in 
~urope were a period of storm and stress in every f i eld of 
human experience. The economic system was in a state of 
disruption as the industrial revolution was fast enervating 
the power and sway of a time-worn feudal system, and the 
wake of the Black Death left the people of Europe robbed of 
their hope and chivalry. Educational methods and ideals had 
to be changed when the Golden age of Scholasticism gave 
way to the first glimmering light of the torch of science, 
and the absolute hold of the Roman Catholic Church on the 
educational system began to weaken. Rupture within:: organ-
ized religion made its contribution to the disorder. In 
spite of the noble teachings and works of such a man as 
Jean le Charlier de Gerson, the Great Schism left the 
Church bereft of much of its earlier authority; and such 
a man as Thomas a Kempis withdrew from actual life to 
meditate on eternal realities and let the evil, temporal 
world take care of itself. 
Thomas a Kempis was born of John Haemerkin and wife 
Gertrude at Kempden in 1380. Little is known of his 
early life. At the age of thirteen, however, it is known 
that he went to study with the Br.others of Common Life at 
Deventer. After completing his studies there, he was re-
ceived into the Can,ons Regular of Windesheim at Mount St. 
Agnes, near Zwolle. Spending the rest of his life, save for 
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perhaps two short years, in this monastery, he died at the 
age of ninety-one on July 25, 1471. 
Much more important than his personal history is an 
understanding of his influences. With the Bible and. cer-
tain writings of St. Aggustine and St. Bernard as his 
ideational background and the inspiration of such person-
alities as his mother, Father Radewyn, Student Schoenhofen, 
and the Brothers of the Common Life, a Kempis devoted his 
l i fe to the task of becoming Christ-like according to the 
ideal as developed by the monastic system. Up from these 
backgrounds grew the personality who wrote the matchless 
Imitation of Christ which, as a manual of devotion, has 
profoundly effected the life attitudes of countless scores 
of men in all walks of life. 
Thomas a Kempis was a thorough-going mystic and 
never spent his time worrying about the attributes of God; 
nevertheless, he held to a well-defined idea of God. In the 
first place, God was a Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy 
Ghost according to Roman Catholic tradition. Then, with-
out a doubt, Godwas an Absolute Being with the attributes 
of omni potence, omnipresence, and eternity. Following 
Christian beliefs, God was also a Personality with the 
attributes of indivisibility, immutability, and omnisience; 
and being in the lineage of the New Covenant and Old Test-
ament, a Kempis thought of God as a righteous and loving ~ 
personality. These di f ferent attributes were emphasized in 
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varying ways depending upon the mood or desired teaching 
of a Kempis, yet he never lost the ide11 of the one Supreme 
Fat her for whom all the attributes were simply manifest-
ations. 
The idea of the nature of man was quite different 
from that of God. Through original sin man has inherited 
an evil nature which he must ever oppose. The impelling 
motives and natural drives were seen as constant reminders 
of this. As a matter of fact all evil and sin were to be 
connected with the corruptions of the body, while the 
constant struggle must be to li~t the spirit out of this 
natural environment into the presence of God by relegating 
all desires to the one desire for God. 
Everything of value in life depended upon how 
completely man conquered the flesh. The ide~l man was the 
one who bore the cross of his own sins as an ever-abiding 
reminder of his evil nature which would force him to con-
sider himself the least of all men. If such was the case, 
the desire to know God could be the goal of all life. Vile 
and lowly as man was, he had the privilege of knowing God; 
and his only purpose in living was to real i ze this 
possibility. 
Thus a Kemple's idea of the nature of man was a 
strange mixture of body and soul as distinct and separate 
substances, while the discipline of this mixture to the 
point where the soul might eacape to the peace and security 
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of God was the end of all living. 
That man might realize the purpose of his existence, 
it had to be possible for him to experience the presence 
of God; so God was conceived as immanent. He was supremely 
immanent in the life of Christ and in varying and lesser 
degrees in the inner-life of all people who followed 
Christ. Nevertheless, God was also transcendent, and man 
could find Him only through withdrawal from society and all 
other distractions to a peace where the transcendent God 
could be made immanent through meditation and prayer. 
To attain communion with God, therefore, man was 
directed to pass through strict measures of negation by the 
feeling of perfect compunction and the relegation of all 
desires to the desire for God. Beyong this, however, a 
Kemple urged certain positive expressions. Only as one 
expressed the proper attitudes of faith, love, and prayer 
could man rise to the mystical experience. Once all these 
preparations had been disciplined in a life, it might 
be expected that an experience of God would follow. 
Of course such experiences were momentary. These 
"spiritual -refreshments of the soul'' were · too momentous to 
be everyday occurences. Man had to learn to enter life in 
lowly service and continually strive t~rough the preparatio 
all over again after each experience and must never expect 
any manner of frequency to attend thei.r appearances. 
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Although the General Court of the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony could force the Imitation of Christ out of print, 
we must accept its universal appeal and make our own open-
minded appraisals of it and its author. Most striking are 
the resemblances between the fifteenth and twentieth 
centuries. The orient and the occident with the former 
standing as a peril to the latter appear in the same 
relationship. Governmental restlessness is a marked charact 
istic of both ages. And internal strife which makes for 
bewilderment, doubts and fears is the state of the churches 
in both periods of history. 
Out of this melee of racial, governmental, and 
religious contention individual man made and is making 
certain approaches and withdrawals. Some withdraw from 
society; others enter the complexity with perfect faith 
in the fact that it can be arranged and that man must do 
his part. Some lose all their religious faith in a mael-
strom of opposing loyalties; others retard to a narrow 
faith with tradition as their only authority. In the mean-
time, civilization moves on ever absorbing the interplay of 
such antithetical forces. 
One important thing to remember is that a Kempis's 
religious education played its part as he faced the tur-
i:nofl of his day and determined his influences upon the 
trends of religion and thought. 
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With these bases he made for three liberating 
influences in Christianity. An emphasis on the study of the 
Bible gradually worked its way into the lives of the mass:ea 
of people giving them new releases rrom the authori~y of 
the Homan Cat holic Church. An emphasis was placed on learn-
ing which laid the paths ror the Renaissance. And the 
redeeming power of an emphasis on actual religious 
experience liberated people from the trammels of dogma. 
~eyong this a Kempis aided religious education and 
should command attention because he emphasized the fact 
that ~od is found only after a long process of self-
discipline and self-realization. Not only that, but man is 
most humble in the light of the ideal. His self-satisfaction 
must be replaced by processes of self-realization and his 
self-s<ctification must be lost in the fact that God alone 
can give salvation. 
tlere, however, the positive aspects of a Kemple's 
life and teachings for religious education cease. His 
narrow view of human nature left his teachings sterile of 
any. challenge. Ev.en the type of mysticism which he ad-
vocated had little transmissive value and would be pro-
ductlve of few creative lines of religious achievement • 
. Salvation was seen as the mystical effect of correct 
discipline, rather than achievement through a conscious 
ethical process. To hold that every man is by nature evil 
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would be impossible troday, as such an abstrac~ theory of man' 
nature has no place in modern thought. 
Religious education must emphasize the premise s of ~.· 
the inexhaustible worth of every personality, use reason 
as the ultimate criterion of authority, and recognize life 
as a process of ever-achieving selfhood for a!l men. Thus, 
a Kemple was right in certain of his emphases and helped 
through his liberating inf luences, but the large body of 
his teachings as to ideals and means of attaining them 
run counter to modern conceptions and must constantly be 
guarded against as unnatural interpretations of experience ; 
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